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FORCES Is FamilyðItôs FAIR to Say                   
Tom Hughes, NRS Biologist                                                                 

Central Region FORCES Program Manager 

As we roll out our Summer Newsletter, we celebrate our 
FORCES familyðpast, present and future. Please check out our 
first óAlumni Spotlightô (page 2) featuring former SUNY Oneonta 
FORCES Club Founder & President and OPRHP employee 
Brandon Panensky. As usual, you can read all about our current 
Stewards and their many projects in our Regional Updates 
(pages 7-13). Donôt forget about our future FORCES Stewards. 
We have Jr. FORCES Stewards (high school students) 
participating more and more each season. Our óPartner 
Highlightô (page 6) provides a great opportunity to learn more 
about the Walden Project, and how students are getting involved 
with the Plant Materials Program and the FL Region. 

SAVE THE DATEðcome join our FORCES 
family at the 7th Annual FORCES Membership 
Gathering at Niagara Falls State Park on 
October 2, 2022. Photo: OPRHP    

I invite you to build a 
bluebird nesting box with 
FORCES at our 
Environmental 
Stewardship tent at the 
Great NYS Fairðthis year 
from August 24th 
through Labor Day, 
September 5th.  

Speaking of families, we are not just celebrating our FORCES 
Stewards within this issue. FORCES Conservation Steward Ana 
Maria Arroyo captured a family of wood ducks with her trail 
cameras near Jennings Pond, Buttermilk Falls State Park (page 
5). Families of endangered Great Lakes piping plovers are taking 
off at Sandy Island Beach State Park (page 9). American                 
hartôs-tongue ferns and many families of native plants are 
thriving at the Plant Materials Program at Sonnenberg Gardens 
and Mansion State Historic Park (pages 10 & 13).  

Trainapalooza 2022ðwhere spring turned to summer for our FORCES 
family! Photo: OPRHP 
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FORCES Alumni Spotlight: Brandon Panensky                                                
Trails and Service Leader, City of Richmond Parks and Recreation (Indiana) 

From late 2013-2015 I was the SUNY Oneonta FORCES Club President/
Conservation Steward at SUNY Oneonta. I actually became a Steward 
after Googling environmental internships and randomly stumbled across a 
phone number for a Natural Resource Stewardship Biologist, Tom Hughes. 
It was actually a bit of an accident that it happened the way that it did. My 
internship consisted of various things, like conducting environmental                            
education, rebuilding bluebird trails in Glimmerglass State Park and at 
SUNY Oneonta, and conducting wildlife surveys at Glimmerglass                                   
State Park. The SUNY Oneonta FORCES Club had about 40 student 
members by the time I graduated. Between my Junior and Senior year, I 
had my first seasonal position with State Parks. I was the Invasive Species 
Strike Team Lead, and with four team members, removed invasive species 
in multiple parks while leading a team of four around The Hudson Valley. 

After graduating, I immediately got another seasonal position as a                 
Conservation Steward at Rockefeller State Park Preserve (RSPP), which 
is a park that I had visited while working with the Invasive Species Strike 
Team. I led a seasonal team of four and removed invasives throughout 
RSPP, as well as a couple of neighboring parks. While there, I also                   
recruited 15-20 FORCES volunteers from nearby Pace University to assist 
with projects at RSPP. In 2016, I went to eastern Washington through 

AmeriCorps National Service and the Student Conservation Association (SCA). I worked at Turnbull National 
Wildlife Refuge as an environmental education intern conducting large field trips and outreach events, as well as 
occasionally assisting the biology staff in plant surveys and bird banding. In 2017, I took a seasonal position as a 
Fisheries Technician with the Region 3 DEC. We traveled around the region conducting electro fishing surveys at 
headwaters to the Hudson River looking for brook trout. In 2018, I went to western Montana through AmeriCorps 
and the SCA again, to the National Bison Range. There, I served as a Visitor Services Technician that would not 
only assist visitors but also hosted field trips and upper level lecture courses. I was able to help in a variety of                    
unusual situations including vehicles getting stuck in precarious areas and needing to be stabilized before help 
could arrive; helping guide people out of the refuge who were in vehicles that could pose a danger to them                         
because of the temperament of the wildlife there; as well as helped the biologist conduct various surveys including 
a big horn sheep capture. I was lucky enough to end my internship by helping with the annual bison roundup. After 
I left the National Bison Range, I bounced around a few different states though 2018-2019 conducting                               
environmental restoration and mitigation. In Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and in a portion of New York, I did                     
invasive species removal, fixed and rebuilt streams and flood plains, and planted native species. In Cape Cod, I did 
more landscaping, as well as invasive species removal, native planting, and beach  restoration and stabilization. 
Come 2020, like many other people, I was out of work. Just after the new year in 2021, I got a job as an Aquatic 
Invasive Species Technician for the State of Arizona at Lake Powell and Glen Canyon National Recreation Area.    
I inspected outgoing watercraft for various invasive species, as well as conducted high and low pressure                             
decontamination of said watercraft. While on the job, I would regularly do environmental education for the obvious 
topic of watercraft spreading aquatic invasive species. There were many times that I would have to deal with very 
difficult and unpleasant people with their equally difficult boats. I recently got hired to work as the Trails and                    
Service Leader for the City of Richmond, Indiana Parks Department. I moved from Arizona to Indiana just before 
the year turned over to 2022. The job itself started in January, and so did my time once again brush cutting                        
invasives in the snow. For the past several months I have been working to improve the volunteer program, with 
some success, including replicating the FORCES model here. I have spent the majority of my time fixing the                    
current trails, building new ones, as well as creating various conservation projects. As of right now, my position is 
limited to a 2-year term, with a strong probability of extension. But honestly, it's just nice to not have to move 
around every few months.  

After all of this, if there is one piece of advice that I could give to anyone trying to go into the environmental and 
conservation field - you need to be prepared to move around a lot. It's a very competitive field, with very limited 
opportunities, and if you are not willing to go where the jobs are, you won't be getting a job. On average, it's said 
that it takes between 6 to 10 years of seasonal positions to obtain a long-term/permanent job in the environmental 
field. Though there are other ways that can help cut that time down if you can find them. If you are passionate 
about this field, you need to stay committed and keep working hard, no matter how hard it gets.                                          
Good luck! 


